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than taking the familiar country-by-country 
approach, the authors move from country-
to-country in the same chapter, providing 
important comparative context for the reader. 
Howard and Hussain proceed by provid-
ing in-depth historical context on the use of 
social media, particularly in Egypt and Tu-
nisia over the 15-year period preceding the 
Arab Spring, concluding that “Digital media 
became a proximate cause of political revolu-
tion precisely because a significant commu-
nity of users was already comfortable using 
digital media before the crisis began” (p. 27). 
Particularly important was the fact that the 
Internet and social media opened up space 
for political dissent even where regime au-
thorities cracked down on such activity. They 
also take note that the countries with the low-
est levels of technology infrastructure and 
the weakest online civil societies  — Libya, 
Syria, and Yemen — were precisely those 
whose Arab Spring protests devolved into 
protracted conflict. In telling this story, the 
authors also tackle the issue of causality, and 
using big data streams, conclude that “a spike 
in online revolutionary conversations often 
preceded major events on the ground” (p. 
65), challenging the notion that social media 
conversations are merely reflections of what 
is happening on the ground. The authors also 
spend considerable time outlining differ-
ent state responses to digital mobilization, 
as well as addressing the role of traditional 
media — primarily Al Jazeera — in provid-
ing an important outlet for disseminating the 
work of citizen journalists and gaining inter-
national buy-in. That is, social media were 
effective during the Arab Spring in large part 
because “pan-Arab satellite networks such 
as AJE rebroadcast them with amplifying ef-
fects that mobilized and enraged regional and 
international publics” (p. 102).
In the book’s final chapter, the authors 
offer two causal pathways toward collective 
mobilizations. The first path is for states with 
“high levels of income but poor internet dif-
fusion and low Gini scores,” and includes 
Libya, Algeria and Saudi Arabia. The second 
path is for regimes with “high levels of un-
employment, significant mobile phone use, 
and low levels of internet censorship,” and 
includes Libya and Oman (p. 113). Overall, 
the authors insist that “in every single case, 
the inciting incidents of the Arab Spring were 
digitally mediated.” Unlike many studies, 
Howard and Hussain include both qualitative 
comparative analysis as well as diverse data 
sources to bear on this claim, thus strength-
ening their analysis against digital skeptics. 
The strength of this analysis is that it avoids 
single-cause theorizing about the role of so-
cial media in any particular uprising, and 
provides a plausible set of causal combina-
tions that might account for different trajec-
tories across the region. Their conclusions, 
though, might also be usefully juxtaposed 
with explanations of different uprising tra-
jectories that take into account authoritarian 
regime structures that have been excluded 
from their parsimonious model. For instance, 
while Libya and Syria featured weak online 
civil societies as the authors argue, they also 
featured regime structures that were based 
around ethnoreligious or tribal distinctions. 
Still, the authors capably pull off the task of 
both carefully analyzing the importance of 
social media in the Arab Spring while simul-
taneously paying attention to those variables, 
like unemployment, that country specialists 
frequently insist on citing as the key factor. 
Dr. David Faris, Assistant Professor of 
Political Science, Roosevelt University
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Reviewed by Thomas H. Johnson
The Thistle and the Drone is the third 
and final book of a trilogy that examines 
the relationships between the United States 
and the Muslim world. This book specifi-
cally assesses Muslim tribal groups, which, 
in many cases, live in border areas and rep-
resent the periphery of their nations (p. 34). 
While the book presents “case studies” of 
40 peripheral societies and their relation-
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ships to central states (p. 40), the “main fo-
cus” of the book is on the Pukhtun (known 
also as Pashtun), Yemenis, Somalis, and 
Kurds. All of these segmentary lineage 
societies, except for the Kurds, have been 
central to the focus of America’s “war on 
terror” (p. 3) and have “become the targets 
of the twenty-first century’s advanced kill 
technology” (p. 1): American drones. 
This is an important book that deserves 
the attention of scholars as well as policy 
makers. The book spends considerable time 
arguing that Muslim tribal lineage systems 
have “thistle-like” characteristics such as 
love of freedom, egalitarianism, martial 
traditions, and a highly developed code of 
honor and revenge that we just do not under-
stand. Ahmed argues that the “prickliest” of 
tribes are those honor-based societies [nang 
in Pashto and often represented by hill tribes] 
that are significantly different than those 
tribes often of the plains that are subject to 
rents and taxes [qalang]. The real “clash,” 
according to Ahmed, “is not between civi-
lizations based on religion; rather, it is be-
tween central governments and the tribal 
[honor] communities of the periphery.” The 
war on terror has become a triangle formed 
by the US, states, and tribes (p. 9). 
Numerous examples are presented of 
“thistle” tribal characteristics emanating 
from Pakhtunwali, i.e., the Pukhtun honor 
code and way of life prominent in Pakistan’s 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas, espe-
cially Waziristan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (the 
Old North-West Frontier Province of Paki-
stan) and southern Afghanistan. In a manner 
that somewhat resembles a memoir, Profes-
sor Ahmed relates stories of nang societies 
based on his earlier experience as a political 
agent in these areas during the 1970s.
I suspect that many readers of this book 
will charge Ahmed with having adopted 
an orientalist perspective, claiming that he 
believes that the societies of his focus are 
static in their evolution. For the most part, 
however, Ahmed, avoids this pitfall by let-
ting the tribal societies define themselves 
and suggests that all would become better 
informed by examining the anthropology 
and dynamism of the tribes. Indeed, he 
claims, “Oriental despotism is the exact op-
posite of the political, social, and economic 
structure of the tribal communities exam-
ined in this study.” (p. 11) He cites paral-
lels of tribal groups with the ancient Greeks 
relative to their independent characteristics 
and democratic social organization.
He does argue that the United States has 
failed to understand both the nature of tribal 
society as well as the dimensions of the con-
flict between the periphery and center of the 
states under study. “As a result, Americans 
have never been clear as to where al Qaeda 
ends and where the tribe begins and why 
they resort to violence” (p. 10).
Professor Ahmed is clearly worried how 
the war against the tribes has led to disarray, 
and that drone attacks and assassinations 
have resulted in a chaotic situation that does 
not benefit anyone. While he believes that 
negotiation might be a way out, the disar-
ray of the tribes has resulted in a situation 
where there are not clearly recognized and 
regarded leaders to negotiate on the tribal 
side. Moreover, whose interest would be 
ultimately served by negotiations? Negotia-
tions pursued by the Pakistanis with the trib-
als surely did not stop the drone attacks and 
hence, we must ask ourselves who would 
really benefit through such dynamics.
Thomas H. Johnson is a Research Profes-
sor at the Naval Postgraduate School, 
Monterey, California.
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Sometimes the title of a book can be 
misleading, in terms of not reflecting the 
content’s quantity or quality at first glance. 
